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HENRIETTA WHITEMAN
KEEPER OF TRADITIONS

barsness/jg
11/9/78
da i1ies

by John Barsness
UM Information Services
The first impression of Henrietta Whiteman as she enters the classroom and speaks
to the class is that she s not totally comfortable.

She addresses the students easily

enough, but there is a slight touch of forced formality that alternates with her relaxed
smile.
them:

There is also the exacting way she tells the students what she expects from
"Six papers during the quarter, typed and double spaced.

They must be typed,

at least two pages long and not more than three."
As the class continues, however, and she starts to discuss the orally-transmitted
creation stories of various tribes, including her own Cheyenne, the formality slowly
disappears.

Pieces of herself appear through the professorial manner, and the way she

views herself shows through:

a modern Indian woman following one of the traditional

Cheyenne woman's roles, that of perpetuator and keeper of traditions.
Henri--she hates "Henrietta"--is the director of Native American Studies at the
University of Montana and one of the two assistant professors in the program (the other
is Gary Kimble).

She admits that she is not really comfortable in the role of

professor or administrator as both require that she act more like a "professor" or
"administrator" that she sometimes feels she really is.
That doesn't mean, however, that she doubts the role of Native American Studies
in the University.

"Some of my colleagues here tend to think of N.A.S. as the

illegitimate child' of the University."

She smiles quickly to indicate that she

takes neither the colleagues nor the thought seriously.
to the program as a 'developing discipline,'
yet.

-more-

"I've heard some people refer

implying that it really isn't a discipline
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"I see Native American Studies as an integral part of the University and
Montana, because Indians are integral to our state.

Five percent of the state's

population is Indian, and if the total learning experience that the word 'university'
implies is to be a reality, then our program is very important."
She has remarked that some people object to the concept of "Native American
Studies" since most universities don't also offer courses in "German-American Studies"
or

Irish-American Studies.

But we are a unique people, one of the few groups that

fought to retain our identity in the face of the great 'melting pot.'

Most irmiigrant

groups--and we are the only group in American that did not immigrate within the past
500 years--have desired acceptance into American society.

Indians have traditionally

been forced into that society--forced to learn English, forced to accept a new religion,
forced to wear strange clothes.

Our resistance to that makes us unique.

"Even the state of Montana has recognized that uniqueness and has passed laws
concerning Indian education, such as the one requiring teachers that teach on or near
Indian reservations to take six credits of Native American Studies as a requirement
for their teaching certificate.
that sort of recognitions.

This is the only state in the nation that has made

We've also been given assurance that the state regards

Native American Studies as a genuinely valuable discipline through the fact that this
program is now totally funded through the University of Montana, and not partially
through federal funds."
While she feels that the program should educate all the students at the University,
she also feels the deepest responsibility to Indian students.

"In spite of the fact

that Indians have succeeded more than any group in America in retaining their culture,
many of us real ize that to be able to cope with 20th-Century America we must be able
to use the educational and economic tools of the dominant culture.

That does not
—

mean that we can't remain culturally apart, however, and that is what Native American
Studies provide to the Native American student:

-more-

a realistic concept of how we can
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learn to use the white man's educational system without internalizing his culture.
We have had to formulate some sophisticated concepts of survival, and those are
what I try to provide to Indian students."
After those Indian students she feels the most responsibi1ity for the teachers
taking N.A.S. courses to fulfill their teaching requirements, as those requirements
will in the long run benefit Indian students on the reservations.

She also feels

strongly that the department should try to reach other students in the University
(and hence the community), to help in the process of mutual understanding between
cultures.

That N.A.S. courses are very popular among non-Indian students shows that

her efforts haven't been wasted.
How does Henri Whiteman the teacher fit into the program?
in the oral and written literature of Indian America.

She has specialized

She received her B .A. in education

and English from Southwest Oklahoma State in 1954, her M.A. in English from Oklahoma
State in 1970, and is currently working on a Ph.D. in American Studies— an inter
disciplinary degree involving anthropology, literature and history— from the University
of New Mexico.

She also has taught at the University of California at Berkeley and

Harvard University.

"The greatest problem in the conflicts between Indian and white

cultures is understanding— and Indian literature provides elements of history and culture
that help each of us understand.

In very specific terms, for instance, the Cheyenne

are not supposed to eat outside after dark, which may make a non-Indian who invites
me to an evening barbecue feel that I'm being anti-social when I have to refuse the
invitation.

In the past most of the 'understanding' has all been in one direction:

Indians were forced to 'understand' the white culture.

But today there is more and

more acceptance of our cultures, and this program will provide understanding."
Henri also feels that she and Gary Kimble, who has a J.D. from the University of
Montana law school, provide good role models for Indian students.

"All their lives

Indian kids rarely see Indian teachers, Indian lawyers, Indian doctors.
-more-

Both Gary
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and I arc proof to the Indian students on campus that such professions are not reserved
for non-Indians."
She also notes that she is the only female director of a Native American Studies
program out of the five such programs in Montana.

She feels comfortable in the

position in some ways but not in others, which brings us back to the uneasiness she
sometimes appears to be feeling in class.
"I feel that Indian women are in some ways better suited to the educational world
than Indian men, as in many native cultures we've been the perpetuators,

the keepers

of the stories, the traditions, the religions, which certainly are educational roles.
Perhaps that's why I'm not really as uncomfortable as I sometimes appear.

Oh,

occasionally, I have to put on my 'professor's ' face or my 'administrator's' face,
but I don't think of myself as a professor or administrator.

The University--the

white culture--may list me as the Director of Native American studies or an
assistant professor, but those are only words.
a perpetuator, a keeper."

###

What I am--what I have always been--is

